




















































IPGRI is the world’s largest international institute dedicated solely to the
conservation and use of plant genetic resources. The inauguration by
Italy’s President Ciampi of our new headquarters in Maccarese provided
an ideal opportunity to examine both our future and our past, and
especially to celebrate the special relationship between IPGRI and Italy
and between Italy and plant genetic resources.
There is a certain fitness of purpose in our new building. Once a grain
silo and mill (mulino in Italian), it was designed to store grain and process
food for distribution. Today it enables IPGRI to fulfil its function of storing
and processing the information that will safeguard into the future the food
supply of our partners and the world.
These are interesting times for we who work in plant genetic
resources. The Convention on Biological Diversity and the International
Undertaking on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture
challenge us to ensure both the conservation and equitable use of plant
genetic resources. Technology is shifting our understanding of genetic
resources. And more people need more food than ever before.
We gratefully acknowledge the assistance of the governments of Italy
and Japan in making our long-time dream of settling in Maccarese a
reality. Given continued support from these and all our other donors, we
look forward with considerable confidence to being able to continue
making a contribution to food security, environmental protection and
poverty reduction through the conservation and use of plant genetic
resources. 
Marcio de Miranda Santos Geoffrey C. Hawtin
Chair, Board of Trustees Director General
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The History of IPGRI
In 1961, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the
United Nations (FAO) organized the First International
Technical Meeting on Plant Exploration and Introduction.
The meeting recommended that the Director General of
FAO convene a Panel of Experts to assist and advise FAO
on new lines of action to deal with problems of genetic
erosion and to promote the exchange of plant genetic
resources between countries and scientific institutions.
FAO established this Panel of Experts in 1965 (a group
that included genetic resources pioneer Sir Otto Frankel),
and in the same year invited Professor Gian Tommaso
Scarascia Mugnozza, currently President of Italy’s
National Academy of Science, to give a lecture to its
General Assembly. His topic was the conservation and
use of plant genetic resources, a subject whose time had
clearly come.
IPGRI has its origins in the establishment, in 1974, of
the International Board for Plant Genetic Resources
(IBPGR) by the Consultative Group on International
Agricultural Research (CGIAR). For a number of years,
IBPGR was administered by FAO and was physically
located in FAO headquarters in Rome. In 1989, the
CGIAR called for IBPGR to become an independently
managed and resourced international organization. On
9 October 1991, five countries (later joined by a further
43) signed an agreement that established IPGRI as an
international organization. The following day, 10
October 1991, saw the signing of the Headquarters
Agreement with the Italian Republic, which the
Parliament, under then Prime Minister Ciampi, ratified in
December 1993.
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FAO, meanwhile, continued to work hard for plant
genetic resources. In 1983, it had established the
Commission on Plant Genetic Resources (now the
Commission on Genetic Resources for Food and
Agriculture—CGRFA) with 160 member countries and
developed the FAO Global System for plant genetic
resources. IPGRI went on to strengthen its position as
the world’s largest international institute dedicated
solely to the conservation and use of plant genetic
resources. The two organizations continued to work extremely closely
together after IPGRI moved out of FAO headquarters to Garbatella, a
suburb of Rome, in 1989. That partnership has grown ever stronger over
the years. Being in Rome has also enabled IPGRI to work closely not only
with FAO but also with the International Fund for Agricultural
Development and the World Food Programme.
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Today, the impact of IPGRI on the conservation and use of plant
genetic resources nationally and internationally is far greater than its small
size and modest budget might suggest. In large part this is because
IPGRI has adopted a way of working that leverages its resources. Rather
than building and operating its own research facilities, IPGRI is dedicated
to creating knowledge about genetic resources, building skills and
enhancing capacity to support research and management of genetic
resources by its partners around the world. At the same time IPGRI works
towards a policy environment that supports the conservation, use and
management of genetic resources.
One of IPGRI’s key partners has been the Italian Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, which has funded the core budget and contributed to specific
projects since the very start.
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Italy & Plant Genetic
Resources 
Italy’s interest in plant genetic resources extends far into
history. The botanic gardens at Pisa (1544) and Padua
(1546) are the oldest in the world, and a prescience of
IPGRI’s own mission can be found in the official act by
which the Republic of Venice established the Padua
Botanical Gardens. It sets out clearly that the garden’s
objective is to grow, preserve and use plants for the
benefit of human beings.
At that time, collecting what we would now call plant
genetic resources was the preserve of wealthy and
important people. Late in the 17th century Cosimo III de’
Medici, sixth Grand Duke of Tuscany, exhorted his
ambassadors abroad to describe to him any kind of fruit
not present in Tuscany and to despatch samples back to
Florence. He sent his gardeners to botanical gardens in
the Netherlands to learn how to tend exotic plants, and
much of the material accumulated during that period and
then grown in Florence remains as part of Tuscany’s
genetic heritage today.
Gradually, collecting and the use of collections for
breeding became organized in a more rational fashion. In
Sicily, Antonino Mendola amassed a large collection of
table grapes and, between 1855 and 1870, obtained new
cultivars from crosses of local varieties. Wild vine species
from North America were added to the collection at
around the same time, enabling Mendola to release new
rootstocks that were resistant to Phylloxera root aphids
and the diseases they carried.
In 1903 Nazzareno Strampelli—who some credit with
starting the original green revolution—made the first
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documented cross of wheat varieties in Italy. The first Italian to make use
of Mendel’s newly re-discovered laws, he abandoned pure selection in
favour of deliberate hybridization. An early success was to combine the
rust resistance of the variety Rieti with the short stature of Noè to produce
a series of varieties released in 1914, which prefigured the short hybrids
of the Green Revolution. Strampelli incorporated wild relatives of wheat
and other cereals in his crosses too, and even in his opening season of
work could draw on more than 250 samples from six countries
around the world.
Italy’s strength in plant breeding continued to improve
through the 20th century, with breeders making important
contributions to maize, wheat and beet improvement. At the
same time, it was becoming clear that, as elsewhere around the
world, genetic resources in Italy were under threat. Improved
varieties and changing agricultural technologies were
undermining the very landraces on which continued
improvements depended.
Nikolai Vavilov, the Russian pioneer who developed the idea
of systematically collecting plants for genebanks, knew Italy
well. He visited in 1927, towards the end of a monumental
collecting expedition that took him right round the
Mediterranean. Vavilov was convinced that any understanding
of the development of crops in the Mediterranean region
required a thorough exploration of Italy and its islands, and he
collected more than 500 samples himself. All are still in the N.I.
Vavilov Research Institute of Plant Industry in St Petersburg,
Russia.
So the importance of Italy’s genetic heritage was well
known. As a follow up to the 1967 FAO/IBP Technical Meeting,
Professor Scarascia Mugnozza proposed the establishment of
a national genebank in Italy to safeguard and research the plant
genetic resources of the Mediterranean. The National Research
Council endorsed his proposal and in May 1970 the Istituto del
Germoplasma was established at the University of Bari.
The Istituto del Germoplasma, under the directorship first of
Professor Scarascia Mugnozza and subsequently Professor
Enrico Porceddu and Dr Pietro Perrino, has established a
formidable reputation within the field. Partnerships with like-
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minded institutions in other countries resulted in extensive joint collecting
expeditions. The institute has also been active in the exchange of
information, techniques and training, and has been a key partner in
IPGRI’s work.
The Istituto del Germoplasma has taken part in more
than 80 collecting expeditions, from the earliest missions
to collect commercially important members of the
cabbage family in Sicily and Sardinia to the latest
emergency operation to safeguard vegetable crops
threatened by unrest in Albania. The genebank at Bari
holds some 80 000 accessions of almost 600 species,
roughly 12 000 collected by the institute itself. 
With the success of the Istituto del Germoplasma as a
model, in 1981 the National Research Council established
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a network for fruit crops, coordinated initially by the University of
Florence. This network brought together several institutions with an
interest in fruit trees, and coordination eventually moved to the Istituto
Sperimentale per la Frutticoltura, at Ciampino near Rome. The network
has established 84 orchards throughout Italy, where almost 9000 cultivars
of 10 species grow under the protection of 24 participating organizations.
Other Italian institutions have broadened their remit to include forages
and pasture plants and the genetic resources of forests.
The Ministry of Agriculture has nominated Professor Carlo Fideghelli
as National Coordinator for genetic resources within the European
Cooperative Programme for Crop Genetic Resources, while Professor
Luigi Monti is the Italian representative on IPGRI’s Board of Trustees.
IPGRI & Italian Plant
Genetic Resources 
One of the inescapable oddities of humankind’s food
supply is the narrowness of its genetic base; of the tens
of thousands of edible species, globally we obtain more
than half the calories we need from just three. And no
more than 100 or so species are used in any great
quantity. Although affluent consumers elsewhere are now
becoming more interested in trying ‘new’ foods, Italy has
always been somewhat unusual, especially among
developed countries, in that it delights in a diverse diet.
One study notes that more than 90 different species turn
up in salads, soups and other dishes of Italy, while
another records that the people of Apulia harvest more
than 400 species from the wild for their cuisine. The
situation in other countries bordering the Mediterranean
is similar, with people making use of a greater diversity of
plant species than seems to occur elsewhere. 
Italy, with its appreciation of diversity and experience
of genetic resource conservation, was uniquely placed
both to be aware of the problem of diminished
biodiversity and to do something about it. This it did by
helping IPGRI to establish a project specifically designed
to promote the conservation and use of underused and
neglected crops of the Mediterranean basin.
It seems ironic to refer to these species as neglected
or underused; after all, the people who use them certainly
do not neglect them. But they have been neglected by
mainstream research in conventional agriculture, a
situation considerably changed in the past decade or so
thanks, at least in part, to the support of the Italian
Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
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IPGRI formally launched the Underutilized Mediterranean Species
project in 1993. The project operated largely through four species-
oriented networks, covering hulled wheats, rocket, pistachio and
oregano. These species were chosen to cover a spectrum of plant types,
as well as the severity of threat and the potential for exploitation of the
species. 
The networks attracted strong support, with nine countries in the
overall coordinating group, and achieved considerable progress. The
success of the project contributed to the global community’s decision to
endorse a specific activity for underused species in FAO’s Global Plan of
Action for Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture.   Directly, in
situ and ex situ conservation of many species was enhanced through a
better understanding of the agronomy and taxonomy of the plants. The
project also encouraged EUCARPIA (the European Association of Plant
Breeders) to launch a working group with the express aim of bringing
together conservationists and breeders of these important species.
It is worth considering two of the networks in a little more detail to see
just what has been achieved. The Hulled Wheats Network is devoted to
wheats in which the grains are tightly enclosed within protective glumes.
Unlike conventional modern wheats, the grain does not simply thresh
free. The ear breaks into spikelets, which must be processed further to rid
them of the chaff. Casually, a scientist may concede that the hulled
wheats comprise emmer, einkorn and spelt. But early in its deliberations,
the network made two things clear. First, the taxonomy of these three
‘species’ is extremely complicated and problematic. Secondly, Italian
seems to be the only language with a single word that collectively
encompasses all three: farro.
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Today it is possible to walk into almost any
grocery shop or supermarket in Italy and buy
farro, complete with extravagant claims about
its antiquity, its nutritional benefits and its role in
protecting the environment. But less than 20
years ago it was confined to a few strongholds,
mostly in mountainous regions. Why had it
survived there? Not because the farmers
deliberately set out to conserve genetic
resources, but because these three farro
species, handed down from antiquity, offered
something modern wheats could not in the
steep mountain fields: a reliable harvest.
Notwithstanding expert pronouncements to the contrary, farro does
not refer to just one of the three species of hulled wheat. The people who
use it, who conserved it for two millennia, know perfectly well the
differences between the three, but use the one word to speak about them
as a class of crop, united by its ability to grow in their environments and,
perhaps, in its need for special processing after harvest.
Growing affluence in the cities, far from farro’s remaining strongholds
in the mountains, together perhaps with a distaste for some of the
consequences being wrought on the environment by that affluence, has
prompted consumers to seek out this ancient foodstuff. The inevitable
result has been a growing demand, met not only by the farmers who had
preserved farro, but also by others with a better understanding of
marketing than of plant genetic resources. As a result, while farro’s future
as a commodity is probably secure now, the diversity of landraces
prevalent a couple of decades ago is threatened by the spread of a few
more productive selections—just like species that have not been
neglected. But thanks to the work promoted and co-ordinated within the
Hulled Wheats Network, the existing diversity has been collected and,
with advances in knowledge about the plants, is now being more
effectively conserved.
Rocket has experienced an even more meteoric rise than farro, being
popular now throughout the developed world as a newly fashionable
ancient traditional salad. The Rocket Genetic Resources Network of the
Underutilized Mediterranean Species project has helped members to
develop the use of rocket by farmers
through the exchange of material and
information. For example, agronomic
experiments showed that direct
seeding the crop gave a higher yield
than transplanting seedlings and
indicated the optimal density of
plants for maximum yield. These data
also suggest that it is not worth
making more than two cuts from one
stand of plants, and that fertilizing
with nitrogen may be of dubious
value. Elsewhere, the value of rocket
may be different. 
In India, it is grown mainly in
marginal areas as a minor oilseed crop, although the oil is used mainly for
industrial purposes, such as soap and as a lubricant, rather than as food.
Animals eat the pressed oilseed cake, which is also used to return
nutrients to the soil directly. Indian scientists received samples from Italy
and other members of the Rocket Network and assessed them with a
view to improving the productivity of existing Indian strains.
Many of the lessons learned in the various networks have been
applied beyond Italy in the other member countries, and the impact of the
project has been felt around the world. The networks, for example,
received many requests from countries worldwide, some asking for
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samples of material, others for more information about the agronomy and
potential of these crops.
The financial support provided by the Italian government to the
Underutilized Mediterranean Species project allowed IPGRI to advance
the research agenda on minor species and boosted the use of these
genetic resources for the benefit of the user community at large. Inspired
by this example, the conservation and use of the genetic resources of
minor crops has moved up the global agenda, with considerable support
from IPGRI and its Regional Groups. Recently, IPGRI and the
International Fund for Agriculture Development agreed a programme
involving nine countries in
the developing world to
address the use and
enhancement of a score of
neglected species. 
Italy has contributed to
IPGRI’s work as a research
partner too, in areas where it
has particular expertise. For
example, the Lombardy
Poplar, is a familiar feature of
the visual landscape of
northwest Italy, one that has spread around the world. So it is entirely
fitting that the Istituto Sperimentale di Pioppicoltura in Casale Monferrato
now hosts a core collection of black poplar clones, one of the most
valuable inputs to EUFORGEN, the European Forest Genetic Resources
Programme, which is coordinated by IPGRI. The Italian institute is
regenerating the material donated by 30 participating countries, which
has been made available to researchers and breeders throughout Europe
and in other areas that grow poplar, for example west Asia.
In 2000, the University of Perugia hosted a meeting of two task forces
organized by the In situ and On-Farm Conservation Network of the
European Cooperative Programme for Crop Genetic Resources, which
IPGRI coordinates. Thirty participants from 17 countries met on Isola
Polvese in Umbria to discuss concepts and set priorities and to prepare
project proposals. The meeting was unique in that for the first time a
representative of European NGOs (non-governmental organizations) was
welcomed as a full member.
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Another example of valuable contributions to plant
genetic resources by Italy is the Individual Training Scheme,
developed in collaboration between Italian scientists and
IPGRI and funded by the government of Italy. The scheme,
which ran from 1993 to 1998, offered Special Skills Training
Awards and Research Fellowships. The former enabled
scientists from developing countries to receive training,
expert contacts and equipment and thus develop the
capacity of their home institutes, while the latter were
intended to lead to longer-term research partnerships. Training was
provided from the start by the Universities of Naples (Portici) and Tuscia
(Viterbo) and the Istituto del Germoplasma in Bari. In 1995, the Istituto
Sperimentale per la Frutticoltura in Ciampino joined them, all four putting
their expertise in the area to good work. The scheme was a great
success, benefiting 16 scientists from 15 countries. Training resulted in
published research results, effective transfer of technology to the home
institutes in Africa, Asia and Latin America, a multiplier effect as the
trainees later trained other scientists and, of course, more effective




Looking at the landscape from the terrace of IPGRI’s
magnificent new headquarters it is hard to avoid an
impression of permanence. The avenues of umbrella
pines, the fine agricultural holdings, the fertile fields
stretching to the horizon; all speak of a rich landscape,
productive since the Roman Empire. Not so. Only within
living memory has the area become what it is now.
Originally it was a wild and inhospitable place of
stagnant, malodorous marshes suffused by a miasma of
bad air—malaria.
As long ago as the 7th century BC, when the area
around Maccarese was part of the Etruscan town of Veio,
the marsh was seen as an encumbrance. The Estruscans
built ports on the coast to facilitate trade with the Greek
colonies in southern Italy and began the first of many
efforts to drain the unhealthy marshes.
More than 2000 years later, the area was still one of
treacherous swamps. Shortly before he died in 1669,
Pope Clement IX ordered the planting of thousands of
pines on the coast around Fregene, in an attempt to dry
the swamps and protect the land behind from sea gales.
The pines are today a treasured habitat for wildlife, as is
the Macchiagrande Oasis, down the coast between
Fregene and Focene, but the land stayed wet, a place for
hunters, and tourists in search of Italian Romanticism.
Towards the end of the 19th century the government
of Italy planned another assault on the drainage of the
Roman coastal belt. While this allowed Maccarese to
become an agricultural resource for the city of Rome,
which received milk, grain, cheese and various other
agricultural products, much marshland still remained until
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the huge state efforts of the 1920s
and 1930s created a series of
reclaimed areas, including the
Bonifica di Maccarese.
The massive drainage scheme
that started in the 1920s was a key
element in achieving the Italian
government’s goal of promoting
the development of agriculture. Low taxes and all manner of other
benefits made it worthwhile for landowners to invest in new buildings
and water systems and as a result to develop new kinds of agriculture.
In Maccarese, more intensive raising of dairy cattle followed,
accompanied by extensive fields of vegetables, cereals and occasionally
rice. One purpose of these developments was to provide the peasants—
hitherto utterly dependent on the vagaries of the season—with some
stability.
But without a doubt the greatest change was the reclamation of the
marshes. The government took enormous pride in defeating malaria and
creating new land but one problem remained: there were not enough
workers. The sparsely inhabited marshes could not hope to supply
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enough labour for the newly developed farm estates. The second half of
the 1920s, however, saw the north of Italy in the grip of an agricultural and
economic crisis. There was no food, no work and no money; no chance
of a decent life, especially for peasant labourers. People moved en masse
to the centre of the country, where the Bonifica di Maccarese beckoned.
(Dictionaries translate bonifica as reclamation, but that doesn’t convey
the sense of making good, and it was the good land that attracted
people.)
About 5000 people, mostly peasants and their families, came to
Maccarese, principally from the Veneto region. In some ways, this was a
continuation of older traditions within the countryside around Rome,
which has always been a place of change. The landscape and the people
who lived and worked in it altered as agriculture itself altered and in
response to social forces elsewhere. Farm labourers from the north had
originally come to this area as migrant workers to fulfil a seasonal need
for more hands. The migrant life had required sacrifices, to be away from
family and friends for long periods, while at the same time enduring
substantial hardship. Now they came and stayed.
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Strong traces of the origins of these labourers remain. They say that
more polenta—a northern dish—than pasta is eaten around Maccarese,
and any Roman wandering into a bar and eavesdropping on the old men
at cards will find it impossible to understand the Venetian dialect, still
spoken among themselves and in private. Houses among the drained
fields often display a number, which is not the address but the official
number that the family was allocated when it moved here, preserved as a
reminder of their origins. And on Twelfth Night, around Maccarese,
bonfires burn out the old year, just as they do around Venice.
Like the people, who have retained some of their Venetian background
at the same time as adapting to their new home, the environment around
Maccarese is a complex of old and new, although in truth very little is left
of the marshland. The Maccarese Ponds, a treasured reserve for birds
and other wildlife, look like leftovers from before the final drainage. They
are, in fact, the remnants of a failed attempt to farm fish intensively. In
18
1996 the Region of Lazio
protected the ponds and
their surroundings as part of
the ‘Parco del Litorale
Laziale’, which has resulted
in a profusion of wildlife,
especially birds that take
advantage of the natural
richness of the area to over-
winter.
Maccarese’s future is
also likely to depend on
agriculture, but in different
ways. In the second half of
the 1980s Romano Prodi, at the time president of Italy’s Institute for
Industrial Reconstruction, which owned the Maccarese Estate until
recently, began to talk to government, industry and academe about ear-
marking the area for biological and agricultural research. In 1997 the
European Union recognized the suitability of the area for a Science and
Technology Park, which would take advantage of the good transport
links and the proximity of universities to create an environment in which
scientific innovation, much of it agricultural, can flourish. IPGRI may
come to be seen as one of the first organizations to take advantage of





These are challenging times for the entire genetic
resources community. Fortunately, there is a growing
understanding by governments—reflected in the
International Undertaking on Plant Genetic Resources for
Food and Agriculture, the Convention on Biological
Diversity and the Global Plan of Action—that these
challenges can and should be met together.
This notion of collective action is required by the
nature of the genetic resources themselves. In no other
endeavour are countries so utterly interdependent. While
a nation may strive for self-sufficiency in its harvest, the
genetics that underlie that harvest will always need
resources from other lands, even other continents.
The conservation of plant genetic resources, created
by generations of farmers since the first person
deliberately saved the first seeds of the first crop, will
continue to be the bedrock on which future plant
improvements will be built. But those resources remain
under threat and are still being irretrievably lost.
IPGRI will continue to work with partners to safeguard
plant genetic resources for future generations of farmers,
consumers and researchers. By building multilateral
partnerships and enhancing the capacity of each country
to meet its food needs in the future, IPGRI rededicates
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IPGRI is a Future Harvest Centre, supported by the Consultative Group on International
Agricultural Research (CGIAR). 
IPGRI and its partners conserve and use the genetic diversity of plants to help create
systems of agriculture and forestry that are sustainable and more productive. Such systems
help to nourish our families, build prosperity, improve our health and renew the Earth. IPGRI
concentrates on the needs and challenges of the poorest sectors of society in developing
countries.
IPGRI’s mission is to encourage, support and undertake activities to improve the
management of genetic resources worldwide so as to eradicate poverty, increase food
security and protect the environment. IPGRI focuses on the conservation and use of genetic
resources important to developing countries. It has an explicit commitment to specific crops
such as banana and plantain, coconut, cocoa, tropical fruits and dates.
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